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The author, in this paper, attempts to integrate theoretical studies with practical 
solutions to analyze skill acquisition of interpreters and discuss some relevant issues. 
Interpreting skills are important because they constitute expertise of a professional 
interpreter. They help to fulfill the communication function of interpreting and are 
necessary for interpreters to alleviate their mental constraints. The underlying skill 
acquisition mechanisms prove the authenticity of the saying “practice makes perfect”. 
As analysis of any learning behavior will shed light on the likely improvement in 
teaching and learning, the construct of the self-regulated environment for skill 
acquisition is proposed and principles touched upon at the end of the paper. 
 
This paper is divided into four chapters, excluding an introduction and a conclusion. 
 
The introduction explains the background of this paper. Interpreting research has 
entered a phase in which interdisciplinary study is booming. As the skill-oriented 
approach is regarded as the correct path for interpreter training, there is still some 
confusion among interpreting learners about the role of interpreting skills and how 
they can acquire those skills. Thus the reality calls for further clarification. 
 
Chapter One examines the importance of interpreting skills. Professional interpreting 
is a demanding activity requiring expertise of the interpreter. Among the components 
towards competent interpreting, skill component shows its important position. 
Interpreting skills can be seen in two dimensions: first, interpreting techniques and 
strategies; second, interpreter’s problem-solving and decision-making ability. 
Professional interpreting is a service aiming at achieving effective communication 
between communicators. Interpreting skills are used to overcome communication 
barriers, primarily language difficulties, cultural difficulties, and interpreter’s subject 
knowledge deficiency that may arise in interpreter-mediated communication. 
 
Chapter Two is a probing into interpreting skills in the interpreting process. An 
interpreter’s three mental mechanisms in the process of interpreting, namely, attention, 
memory, and stress, are examined first, revealing the mental constraints of the 
interpreter in the performance. Attentional skills, memory skills, and coping tactics 














The whole interpreting process is examined according to Gile’s Effort Models, 
highlighting the central issues of processing capacity and cognitive overload. The role 
of interpreting skills in aiding the whole interpreting process is confirmed with the 
introduction of some of the interpreting skills in solving comprehension and 
reformulation problems in the interpreting process. 
 
Chapter Three outlines skill acquisition mechanisms. Production system theory 
proposed by Anderson is reviewed as the foundation for subsequent theoretical 
probing into the mechanisms. The whole acquisition process is usually characterized 
as going through three stages: the cognitive stage, the associative stage, and the 
autonomous stage. The three stages can be characterized by moving from conscious, 
slow and error-prone to unconscious, fast and error-free. Skill acquisition begins with 
knowledge compilation and ends with productions tuning. Theoretical framework for 
changes occurring in productions tuning process includes mechanisms of 
generalization, discrimination, and strengthening. The mechanisms under discussion 
provide strong explanatory power for interpreter’s skill acquisition process and skill 
refinement. Above all, they provide valuable implications in interpreting skill learning 
and training. 
 
Chapter Four is an attempt to propose the construction of the learning environment 
and some principles for skill acquisition. An analysis of the components of the 
environment is given. An integration of interpreting learners, interpreter trainers, 
learning tasks, learning strategies, resources and tools, instructional processes, and 
assessment serves the purpose of effective self-regulated skill acquisition. Although 
interpreters’ problem-solving ability develops over time and the skills are acquired 
through accumulation of experience, the rules for the selection of skills provide 
guidelines for the acquisition. 
 
Finally, it is concluded that skill employment aims at solving problems in interpreting. 
Awareness of the progress helps the learners to better acquire skills. In addition, 
interpreting learners should take advantage of their self-regulated learning. 
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As the world becomes a global village, communication among people around the 
world has seen an explosion of encounters in varying settings. Interpreters, the 
professional mediators, are bridging the gap that is complicated by means and depth 
of communication. 
 
Over the past few years, the number of literature on interpreting has increased in a 
large scale. One thing agreed seems to be that interpreting, as an act of 
communication, should be studied as a dynamic process rather than a static one as in 
the past. In addition, interdisciplinary studies are becoming a focus of exploration for 
effective interpreting learning and teaching. Among them, the emergence of cognitive 
study of interpreting provides fruitful results. With the introduction of theories in 
cognitive psychology, interpreting process is analyzed according to different 
hypothetical models. The probing into the black box – the interpreter’s mind – has 
found explanations that are convincing and, as a result, conducive to a better 
understanding of this profession. 
 
Nowadays a large market calls for competent, professional interpreters. That is why 
interpreting training programs are provided in many cities across China. More and 
more laymen step into training classes that years ago would enroll only a few people 
who were regarded as potential interpreters. Yet there are still some programs that are 
designed to provide only overwhelming materials from all walks of life for training. 
What makes things worst is that, in some programs, training classes are conducted in 
a way of advancing listening and speaking skills only. There is still confusion about 
the role of skills in interpreting, though the awareness of training how to interpret 
instead of how much to interpret is gaining momentum. Yet like any beginning 
learners, trainees sitting in the language labs do not have a clear picture of how to 
eventually become interpreting experts like conference interpreters. Even people who 
have completed the training do not have effective methods at their disposal to 
consolidate their expertise, not to mention those who are just halfway through. 
Seasoned interpreters may talk about “practice makes perfect”. However, the truth 
does not provide a clear picture for those interpreting learners. They may be still at a 















Baker is therefore right in stating, “translators need to develop an ability to stand back 
and reflect on what they do and how they do it” (1992:4). Of course, interpreters have 
the same urgent need. Why are interpreting skills important for successful interpreting? 
Why do interpreters need interpreting skills in the process of interpreting? Is there any 
possibility of outlining the process of skill acquisition of an interpreter? How can 
those interpreting learners better acquire interpreting skills? 
 
Attempting to answer the above questions, the author of this paper addresses these 
issues one by one. Chapter One is a discussion on the importance of interpreting skills, 
particularly in aiding effective communication. Chapter Two probes into the 
interpreting process, reflecting the necessity of skill employment to alleviate the 
interpreter’s mental constraints. Chapter Three attempts to describe the process of 
skill acquisition in light of the findings in cognitive psychology. Chapter Four 
elaborates on the skill acquisition environment and some principles that can be 
followed. 
 
Although the trainers put greater efforts into systematic skill training, the initiatives 
from the learners should be given due emphasis. The learners’ awareness of their 
progress in skill acquisition is of vital importance. As the skill-oriented approach for 
interpreter training is gaining wider recognition, the paper attempts to invite some 
















The Importance of Interpreting Skills 
 
1 Professional interpreting and interpreters’ working situation 
 
As a common understanding, interpreting is the act of reproducing a speech, orally 
from one language into another. “Interpreting consists in presentation in the target 
language (TL), the exact meaning of what is uttered in the source language (SL) either 
simultaneously or consecutively, preserving the tone of the speaker” (Bell, 1991). As 
an internationally recognized profession, it began to take shape only around the turn 
of the twentieth century. Paris Peace Conference of 1919 and Nuremberg Trials of 
Nazi war criminals were two milestones in the development of this profession. The 
former saw the official debut of consecutive interpreting while the latter offered a 
stage for full-scale use of simultaneous interpreting. 
 
Interpreting is commonly classified into consecutive interpreting and simultaneous 
interpreting. In the consecutive mode, the interpreter gives his interpretation after the 
speaker has finished his speech which may last anywhere from a few seconds (a few 
dozen words) to several minutes (a few hundred or even a few thousand words). 
When doing consecutive interpreting, the interpreter has time to analyze the message 
as a whole, which makes it easier for him to understand its meaning. In the 
simultaneous mode, the speaker speaks continuously into a microphone; the sound of 
his voice is transmitted to the interpreter who, in turn, speaks in the target language 
into a microphone that transmits his words to those listening to that language. When 
doing simultaneous interpreting, the interpreter works on the message bit by bit, 
giving the portion he has understood while listening, analyzing and assimilating the 
next speech segment. 
 
More features of interpreting can be identified when we compare it with translation, 
which is also the transfer of messages from one language into another. In addition to 
fundamental differences between the oral form and the written form, there are at least 
three prominent features that highlight the interpreter’s unique working situation. 
 














takes place in a very short period of time. Because of the evanescence of the spoken 
language and the only chance for listening, the interpreter, in most cases, must 
understand the message sent by the speaker the moment the target-language speech is 
made. In the consecutive mode, the interpreter has to give his interpretation right after 
the speaker has finished the speech segment. In the simultaneous mode, the time 
constraint is more obvious. As Seleskovitch (1978) points out, the conference 
interpreter working for the UN processes 10 times as many words as the translator in 
one day, and the interpreter is in fact working 30 times faster than a translator. 
However, within the deadline, the translator can work at his own pace, even devoting 
hours to a particular expression, term or problem of translation. It should be noted that 
the rapid and immediate nature of the act of interpreting does not provide any pretext 
for less accuracy when an interpreter does his job. The situation is that the interpreter 
has to apply all his prepared knowledge in a limited span of time and at a pace 
imposed by the speaker in order to give the best possible target-language rendering. 
Therefore, risk-taking actions are common among interpreters due to this time factor. 
 
Secondly, the interpreter can receive scarcely any help from others when he is doing 
his job, while the translator can turn to various resources he deems necessary when he 
translates. The interpreter has to be very attentive because of quick disappearance of 
the speech. Therefore it is rather difficult, if not impossible, for an interpreter to use 
any dictionaries or to consult an expert while working. Although a simultaneous 
interpreter may consult a colleague sitting alongside in the booth or try to find the 
information in a document or a glossary that is within his reach, these efforts for help 
from outside resources will be at a likely cost of affecting his interpreting 
performance because of the deviation of concentration. Unlike the interpreter, a 
translator can take the time to consult with experts, call colleagues, and look for 
information in documents, databases to solve individual problems. 
 
Thirdly, the interpreter shares the immediate context and environment with both the 
speaker and the target-language listener, whereas the translator works in isolation 
from the author and the target-language reader. The interpreter must be receptive to 
non-verbal information: body language, facial expressions and tone of voice. This is 
undoubtedly an advantage for the interpreter, as it provides him with more direct, 
specific allusion of a message intended for a known group of listeners. However, the 














of the direct exposure to a large group of audience and immediate feedback from them. 
It is not unusual that even a senior interpreter with rich experience may fear on an 
important occasion. 
 
Therefore, as a demanding activity intended to bridge the language and cultural gap, 
interpreting cannot be made possible without certain expertise of the interpreter. 
 
2 Basic requirements for an interpreter 
 
In order to achieve successful interpreting, an interpreter must possess an 
extraordinary array of qualifications. A good interpreter is required to have a high 
level of linguistic competence both in the source language and in the target language, 
wide general knowledge, sufficient subject knowledge, necessary cross-cultural 
sensitivity, and a good mastery of interpreting skills. In addition, requirements in 
personal traits such as calmness and resourcefulness are by no means trivial for a 
competent interpreter. 
 
The above is only a general review of the requirements for an interpreter. The XiaDa 
Model for Interpreter Training (hereinafter referred to as the Model) offers a better 
view of an integration of components towards competent interpreting. The Model is 
developed with the efforts of XiaDa interpreter training team led by Professor Lin 
Yuru. It is the product of years of their interpreter training experience and research. 
The Model argues that interpreting requires comprehension of the source language 
and reconstruction of the message in the target language with the combination of 
discourse and cultural factor analysis, using the skills and professionalism of an 
















Figure 1. The XiaDa Model for Interpreter Training (ibid.:xxiv) 
 
C (SL+K) represents comprehension (C) of the source language (SL) with the aid of 
extra-linguistic knowledge (K); R (TL+K) represents reconstruction (R) in the target 
language (TL) with the aid of extra-linguistic knowledge (K); A (D+CC) represents 
analysis (A) in two aspects, namely, discourse analysis (D) and cross-cultural 
understanding (CC); S+P represents the skills and techniques (S) which an interpreter 
uses in a professional way and to a professional standard (P) in performing the 
interpreting; I stands for Interpreting, the goal. 
 
From the diagram, we see that the triangle is superimposed on all circles because an 
interpreter’s skills and the professional standards required “differentiate what is 
achieved from other types of bi-lingual activity” (ibid.:xxiv). The position of the 
triangle shows its importance in that it governs all circles. The Model emphasizes the 
significance of skill training and cultivation of professional conducts. In this paper, 
the author will not elaborate on each of the components required in interpreting; rather, 
he will focus on the skill aspect. 
 
3 Interpreting skills and definition 
 
3.1 A general review and definition 
 
Even if a compound bilingual reaches near-native competence in the second language, 
(alleged) perfection and fluidity in two languages is no guarantee for interpreting 














having a good command of foreign languages and people in other professions. 
 
A common definition of the term skill should be like “the ability to do something 
well” (Pearsall et al., 1998:1745). However, Wilss makes a distinction between 
“ability” and “skill”. According to him, “an ability is something which the individual 
processes, and it is something which cannot be observed; its existence is inferred from 
the way people behave” (Wilss, 1996:149). He further argues that abilities are innate 
while skills are acquired in the course of often long-drawn-out learning processes. 
“Skills are contingent on abilities” (ibid.:149). 
 
In Wilss’s understanding, the concept of skill should have three dimensions: 
 
1. Skill manifests itself in an observable act from which its existence can be derived; 
2. Skill contains a predictive component because of the possibility of repeating it in 
comparable situations; 
3. Skill depends on physical or mental conditions which must be constitutional in 
character; otherwise no skillful behavior can occur. (ibid.:149) 
 
The extension of Gile’s formula (1995) is presented by the XiaDa team in Interpreting 
for Tomorrow as I=S+C+P (林郁如 et al., 1999b:xxii). The letters I, S, C, P stand for 
interpreting, skills and techniques involved in interpreting, comprehension, and 
professional standard respectively. The sign “+” was to be interpreted as meaning 
interaction while “=” a result. Here, the formula shows the distinct position of skills in 
interpreting. It implies that those skills are indispensable to interpreting process. 
 
Yang Chengshu (2002), professor from Graduate Institute of Translation and 
Interpretation Studies of Fu Jen Catholic University of Taiwan, divides an 
interpreter’s know-how into three categories: principles, skills and strategies. 
Principles refer to those generalized interpreting principles, which include the 
“invisible” alter ego principle, faithfulness and accuracy principle, conformity of style 
principle, smooth communication principle, localization of information principle, and 
conciseness principle. Skills refer to techniques and methods that aid interpreting in 
terms of optimal use of mental energy and time saving. Strategies guide the 
interpreter’s response to specific interpretation requirements in terms of the selection 














principles are general interpreting guidelines, strategies relate to the selection of 
options, and interpreting skills include generally applicable skills and skills which are 
selected and applied in accordance with specific task requirements. 
 
Yang’s categorization of an interpreter’s know-how indicates that interpreting skills 
can be multi-faceted. Based on this point, the author holds that the dimension of 
interpreting skills can be extended to the interpreter’s particular ability. Thus, 
interpreting skills, according to the author’s proposal, can be defined in two 
dimensions. First, skills refer to specific techniques and strategies used by interpreters 
that aid interpreting. Second, skills can be seen in a more general way as 
problem-solving and decision-making ability of an interpreter. 
 
3.2 Interpreting techniques and strategies 
 
Interpreting techniques and strategies are indispensable tools for interpreters. There 
are techniques in interpreting like memory skill, note-taking skill, anticipation skill, to 
name just a few. Interpreting strategies are primarily coping tactics, such as omission 
and paraphrasing. 
 
The technique of note-taking is most useful in consecutive interpreting. Generally 
speaking, the objective of note-taking is to supplement memory efficiently. A 
qualified interpreter cannot risk entrusting all segments of the speech to his memory. 
Thus when the speech contains figures and names that interpreters feel they may 
forget and that they cannot reformulate right away for syntactic reasons, they may 
take them down in notes. Interpreters’ notes can be a mystery to those laymen. They 
are essentially individual in character. It can be observed in professional notes that 
symbols and abbreviations account for a large part of note-taking. Interpreters prefer 
to take notes vertically so as to break up the sentence into sense units for easy 
digestion. They use whatever language that comes to mind as the easiest or most 
appropriate. Here is an example: 
 
PepsiCo has developed into a global corporation starting some 50 
years ago and today is no longer a stranger to world trade, to Asia, 
nor even to China. In fact, it does business in about 200 countries 














US and its overseas employment, either those working directly for 
the corporation or employed through its joint ventures now 
exceeds 135,000. 
 
Assuming that symbol ○ stands for “world” or “global”, and □ stands for “country”, 
the interpreter may take following notes. 
 
50y  Peps  ——>     ○ 公司 
今  ○   贸           不陌生 
    亚 
    中 
200  □                 业务 
            _____________________________________ 
 
              去年  投 623m $       US 外 
 
工  直+JV   >  135 千 
 
With the notes taken, the interpreter grasps the essence of the idea. In particular, key 
figures which may easily escape from memory are jotted down. 
 
Note-taking skill can be a great help to an interpreter facing long speech segments. 
The author drew much benefit from this technique when he once interpreted for the 
dean of Mechanical and Electronic Engineering Department of De La Salle University 
of the Philippines. At the beginning, the dean paused for the interpreter to do his job 
after a small speech segment. However, after one of the Chinese professors raised 
questions directly in English, the dean assumed that all the Chinese professors in the 
meeting room enjoyed a high level of English proficiency and thus prolonged his 
speech segment up to about ten minutes. Committing all the information in the long 
speech segment to memory seemed to be impossible. Therefore, the author resorted to 
note-taking. The dean was actually talking about the achievements and on-going 
projects his department was engaging in. Therefore, the author followed this chain of 
thought and listed the projects in abbreviations or in Chinese. The layout of part of the 















               1 风力    1 设 3000kw·h    待 
         
               2  农业部 合     耕      量 
    绩 
               3  new chip      new 发动        
 
                           农  工  （esp 纺）  水利 
 
The above words and abbreviations were hints for the author to retrieve relevant 
information from his memory. It was the notes taken that finally helped him present a 
logical and comprehensive rendering. 
 
People may easily associate note-taking in interpreting with making notes in 
shorthand. However, the use of shorthand should be discouraged from consecutive 
interpreting notes. Shorthand notes will slow down the whole process of interpreting 
because it is time-consuming to decipher them. Moreover, shorthand notes will lead to 
word-for-word interpretation, since they are automatically taken in the source 
language without any effort to translate or analyze. 
 
Apart from basic interpreting techniques, there are common interpreting strategies that 
interpreters may resort to. Omission is one of them. The omission tactic known as 
skipping refers to the case where an interpreter deliberately decides not to reformulate 
a piece of information in the target-language speech. Interpreters may miss out some 
information either because they have not got it or because it disappears from memory. 
Not all the information that was omitted in the target-language speech is necessarily 
lost as far as the delegates are concerned, since it may appear elsewhere or be known 
to the delegates anyway. 
 
3.3 Problem-solving and decision-making ability 
 
Put in a cognitive domain, interpreting is a typical problem-solving activity with a 
clear goal of bridging the communication gap. There is no doubt that an interpreter is 
a problem-solver with constant decision-making acts. Obviously, an interpreter should 
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